
The
Middle
East’s
NewLenses

September/October 2014
saudiaramcoworld.com

saudiaramcoworld.com

S
A

U
D

I A
R

A
M

C
O

 W
O

R
LD

S
ep

tem
b

er/O
cto

b
er 2014

V
O

L. 65 N
o

. 5

70084araD1R2.indd   1 8/25/14   2:14 PM



September/October 2014    43

Historic Nicosia. Demetrios 
Michaelides, ed. 2012, Rimal 
Publications, 978-9-96361-044-0, 
$95 hb, $50 pb.
Possibly the most 
comprehensive historical 
treatment of Cyprus’s capital 
ever undertaken, this weighty 

volume portrays Nicosia from the Early Neolithic 
some 7000 years ago to its 1960 independence from 
Britain. The book’s nine academic contributors rely 
extensively on archival sources and archeological 
findings, many previously unpublished. Nicosia 
was conquered, pillaged and subjected to so 
many disasters that understanding it through 
archeology has proven challenging. Despite 
some overlap in coverage, attention to detail 
is evident page after page: for example, at the 
end of each historical phase is a complete list 
of rulers and officials. Descriptions of its varied 
and complex cultural and religious communities 
over the years put the reader on-site. True to 
academic protocol, all references and sources are 
provided. But this monumental work is far from 
purely academic: with a friendly writing style 
and lavish illustrations, it will be just as welcome 
on the coffee table as in a university library.
	 	 																		—graham	chandler

  
Islam in the Middle Ages: The 
Origins and Shaping of Classical 
Islamic Civilization. Jacob Lassner 
and Michael Bonner. 2010, Praeger/
ABC-CLIO, 978-0-27598-569-1, 
$54.95 hb.
This fresh look at the first four 
centuries of Islam is a valuable 

introduction to the subject, not only because it cites 
the latest international scholarship on the origins of 
the Islamic community and the important years of 
the Abbasid Dynasty (750-1258), but also because it 
avoids western biases that have plagued Oriental-
ist scholars over the years. It features unexpected 
insights, such as the authors’ rejection of the view 
of “a long line of historians” that the Abbasid state, 
though ruled by Arabs, was essentially “a new 
Iranian empire.” The book has three main sections: 
an examination of the Prophet Muhammad’s mis-
sion and the origins of the ummah, or Islamic com-
munity of faith; its transformation into an “Arab 
Kingdom” (the Umayyads) and the restoration of 
the Prophet’s family to power in the Abbasid Dy-
nasty, which became a “Universal Islamic Empire” 
based in Baghdad; and a thoughtful discussion of re-
ligious scholarship and practice, including creation 
of the four schools of Islamic law. The story is told 
clearly and insightfully, with relevance for the non- 
specialist reader.                     —robert	w.	lebling

 
Jerusalem, Palestine & Jordan: 
In the Archives of Hisham 
Khatib. Hisham Khatib. Sarah 
Searight, fwd. 2013, Gilgamesh 
Publishing, 978-1-90853-109-4, 
£35 hb.
This lavishly illustrated 
book is the second compiled 
by Khatib from his vast 

collection of artworks of Palestine and the wider 
region, following Palestine and Egypt Under the 
Ottomans: Paintings, Books, Photographs, Maps 
and Manuscripts (2003). This volume features a 

the door for the Arab armies of the Prophet 
Muhammad. In the end, Heraclius’s army was 
exhausted by war and could not resist the Arab/
Islamic expansion.                    —robert	w.	lebling

 
Enemy on the Euphrates: The 
British Occupation of Iraq 
and the Great Arab Revolt, 
1914-1921. Ian Rutledge. 2014, 
Saqi Books, 978-0-86356-762-9, 
£20 hb.
In this hefty, heavily 
annotated volume, the 
British economist-

historian notes parallels between Britain’s 
occupation of Mesopotamia after the fall of 
the Ottoman Empire at the end of World 
War i and the us invasion of Iraq in 2003. 
The story is compelling, rich with such 
colorful personalities as Winston Churchill, 
Gertrude Bell and T. E. Lawrence. It details 
family and career histories of numerous 
British military and political officers and 
their antagonists and allies among Shi’i and 
Sunni Arab tribal leaders during the years 
of continuing conflict. Rutledge points out 
how British leaders on the ground coped 
with conflicting instructions from colonial 
policymakers and often had to rely on 
untrained Indian troops. In the end, Britain’s 
superiority of arms allowed it to prevail. 
Its dependency on armored cars, motorized 
riverboats and aircraft, as well as railways, 
drove home the fact that oil was critical for 
maintaining power in the industrial age, 
fueling a determination to control the region’s 
petroleum wealth. Readers interested in 
England’s subsequent relations with Iraq 
could turn to the slim Britain’s Informal 
Empire in the Middle East: A Case Study of 
Iraq, 1929-1941 by Daniel Silverfarb (1986), 
which covers the years between the two 
world wars.                       —william	tracy

 
From the Ruins of Empire: 
The Intellectuals Who Remade 
Asia. Pankaj Mishra. 2012, 
Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux, 978-
0-37424-959-5, $27 hb.
Pankaj Mishra chronicles the 
story of the anti-colonialist 
revolutions in Asia and its 
periphery a century ago in 

which the desires for self-governance and 
independence were fomented not just in 
the streets, but also in print. From Egypt to 
Afghanistan to China to Southeast Asia and 
Japan, literate, well-educated revolutionaries 
challenged western hegemony using words 
as weapons. Mishra focuses on the careers of 
men such as Afghani journalist Jamal al-Din 
al-Afghani, Chinese philosopher Ling Qichao 
and Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore. While 
the business of nation-building proved to 
be more difficult in practice than on paper, 
the “ideas and imagination” of thinkers like 
al-Afghani and his ilk, Mishra concludes, 
continue to be a resource “for societies 
faced with the crisis of modernity.”  
                          —tom	verde

southern society in the days preceding 
the Civil War while recreating one of the 
most colorful episodes in the history of the 
American West.               —jane	waldron	grutz

Cumin, Camels, and Caravans: 
A Spice Odyssey. Gary Paul 
Nabhan. 2014, University of 
California Press, 978-0-52026-
720-6, $29.95 hb.  
Gary Nabhan has long 
pondered the circuitous 
routes taken by seasonings 
and incense gums both 
commonplace and exotic—-

but all connected somehow to the Middle 
East—-across and between continents, from one 
national custom or cuisine to another. Here, 
he looks closely at the people who brought 
them, like the Makkan traders at the time 
of the Prophet Muhammad and the 14th-
century Chinese admiral Zheng He of the 
maritime Silk Road. He writes mostly as an 
ethnographer, as when he visits Bedouin in 
the Sinai to imagine the lives of first-century 
bce Nabataean traders from Arabia Felix, or 
uses his own experience as a chili and oregano 
importer across the Mexican border to remind 
himself how quickly the wind can blow away 
a handful of powdered cumin or a cloud of 
aromatic frankincense. Interspersed in the 
text are modern recipes using these very same 
spices, put into the context of where they 
originated and how they arrived elsewhere, 
like Omani green lentil curry with Chinese 
ginger and Mexican buñuelos, or deep-fried 
dough, which traveled to the New World from 
Al-Andalus by adding aniseed and dropping 
cardamom along the way as its signature taste. 
        —louis	werner

  
Empires in Collision in Late 
Antiquity. G.W. Bowersock. 
2012, Brandeis UP, 978-1-61168-
321-9, $19.95 pb.
The author, a historian of 
Greco-Roman times, shows 
how edges of empires help 
us understand the inner 
workings of the empires 

themselves. His book Roman Arabia covered 
Rome’s encounters with the Arabian Peninsula 
up to the beginning of the Byzantine age. This 
book, which takes the story to the birth of 
Islam in the seventh century, was developed 
from lectures in which Bowersock presented 
“a new vision of the momentous collision 
of the Byzantine and Persian empires at the 
same time as the rise of Islam.” The first 
part focuses on how an “imperialist” conflict 
between two smaller powers, the Ethiopian 
empire of East Africa and the Himyarites 
of southern Yemen, spurred a collision 
between Byzantium and Sassanian Persia. 
Part two covers a highpoint of that collision, 
the conquest of Byzantine Jerusalem in 614 
by the Persians. The final section examines 
Byzantine emperor Heraclius’s so-called “gift 
to Islam.” He scored a major victory over the 
Sassanians in Mesopotamia, bringing down 
the Persian Empire in 628, ending Persia’s 
occupation of Syria and Palestine and opening 
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